
Forests are Key to
Clean Water

Covering about one-third of
the Nation’s land area, forests are
the starting point for 80 percent
of our Nation’s freshwater re-
sources. Forested lands help to
absorb rain, reduce flooding, and
slow storm water runoff. In
addition, forests help to refill
underground aquifers, cool and
cleanse water, and provide critical
habitat for fish and wildlife.
Forests also improve our quality
of life by providing abundant
recreational opportunities.
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Sound Forest Management Can
Prevent Water Pollution

Implementation of properly designed forest management
plans can result in logging activities that are both profitable
and protective of water quality. These plans address the full
range of forestry activities that can pollute waters—they
locate special areas of protection; plan for the proper timing
of forestry activities; and describe best management mea-
sures for road layout, design, construction, and maintenance,
as well as for harvesting methods and forest regeneration.

In many parts of the country, federal agencies, states,
and professional forest managers are implementing effective
forest management plans using a range of tools including
education, financial assistance, and regulatory requirements.

A key element of these proposed changes
is a clearer process for defining needed
pollution control measures and for assuring
that these measures are being implemented.
State programs of proven effectiveness,
whether voluntary or regulatory, are an
acceptable basis for assuring implementa-
tion. Where such programs do not exist,
however, clear authority to require imple-
mentation of measures to restore water
quality is needed.
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Some Forestry Operations Can Cause Water Pollution Problems
Despite these public and private forest

management efforts, sediments, excess nutri-
ents, and other pollutants from forestry opera-
tions that are not being properly managed have
caused and are still causing water quality
problems—preventing waters from being used
for fishing, swimming, or as a source of drinking
water. In 1998, 32 states identified forestry as a
source of water quality problems that affects
more than 20,000 miles of rivers and streams;
220,000 acres of lakes; and 15 square miles of
coastal waters. Due to data limitations, these
numbers underestimate the amount of waters
impaired by forestry operations.

Proposals to Achieve Cleaner Waters
Many states have been successful in addressing water pollution from forestry activities through

voluntary programs, and other states have adopted regulatory requirements that support these
voluntary efforts. EPA has supported these efforts in the past and will continue to support them in
the future. For example, EPA provides states with grant funds to support voluntary programs
addressing diffuse sources of water pollution, including runoff from forestry operations. This fund-
ing has recently been increased from $100 million to $200 million per year.

The Clean Water Act directs states and EPA to work together to identify impaired waters and
develop plans (called Total Maximum Daily Loads—or TMDLs) to restore the health of polluted
waters. In August 1999, EPA proposed revisions to the TMDL and other associated Clean Water
Act programs to help improve and strengthen efforts to achieve cleaner waters across the country.

Proposed New Authority
Is Narrowly Focused

The proposed regulations would provide
states, most of which administer the Clean
Water Act discharge permit program, with the option of using this program to control pollution
from forestry operations, but only where:

• the operation includes a “discharge” of storm water from a discrete conveyance; and

• the state permit authority determines that the operation is a “significant contributor” of
pollutants or is contributing to the violation of a water quality standard.

Under these proposed regulations, forestry operations
that are not causing significant water quality problems would
not be subject to a permit. And even where forestry activities
were causing significant water quality problems, state permit
authorities would have the option of determining that other
approaches, such as state voluntary or regulatory programs,
are effective and sufficient to restore the health of the pol-
luted water body.

Where a state identifies a polluted water body, it would
develop a TMDL to restore the water, including a “reasonable
assurance” that the necessary pollution controls would actu-
ally be implemented. States would have the option to issue a
Clean Water Act permit for a forestry storm water discharge
where needed to supplement other appropriate mechanisms
and provide “reasonable assurance” that the pollution control
measures would be implemented. EPA expects that states will
only use this permit option to address “bad actors” who have
not responded to various non-regulatory approaches.

EPA’s Role Is Limited to Back-Stopping
States

The Clean Water Act requires that EPA review and approve TMDLs as adequate to restore the
health of polluted waters. Where a state TMDL is not adequate, EPA is required to establish the
TMDL. Where EPA establishes TMDLs that call for pollution reduction from forestry, the Agency will
rely on voluntary, incentive-based approaches where they are proven effective. Where no other option
is available, the proposed regulations would allow EPA to designate a forestry storm water discharge
as needing a Clean Water Act permit. EPA expects to use this authority only as a last resort.
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